Pharmacists as cognitive authorities: Why this is important in advancing patient care and our profession
As we all know, pharmacists are highly trusted and accessible primary health care providers. We have very good evidence to demonstrate the impact of pharmacist care on patient outcomes, particularly with an advanced scope of practice that includes taking responsibility for patient care, prescribing and follow-up.
The Healthcare in Canada survey 1 clearly shows that what
Canadians want is accessible, high-quality, personalized and evidence-based care. Taken together, it seems obvious that such care should be implemented widely. Yet this hasn't occurred. It's like we have this big secret that's great for patients but that no one seems to know about. How do we make this happen? How do we get this message out?
The era of institutional authority, where experts are influential because of their qualifications or position, has passed. The new authority is cognitive. Individuals who are cognitive authorities are trusted and listened to because they help people understand the increasingly complex world around them. They are teachers. They empower people. They help patients understand their medicines as well as how to better manage their health and recovery.
Primary care pharmacists are cognitive authorities. Trusted teachers. Perhaps we don't think of ourselves in that way, but it is a role that we already play. We are often the primary point of contact for patients or the most accessible health professional to answer their questions.
Can we use this cognitive authority to help further our profession and, as such, improve patient care? We think so. In fact, it is a natural evolution (and one might say, a moral and professional imperative), especially given an aging population and limited resources.
One way for pharmacists to achieve this is by embracing social media and becoming even better communicators. While it may be easy to dismiss social media as superficial and narcissistic (and a lot of it is), it does not and should not have to be that way. Rather, we encourage health professionals to regard social media as the powerful educational tool that it is.
Not only can social media platforms facilitate ongoing continuing medical education among pharmacists, but when done publicly, it can also help with broader public health education. This can be as simple as sharing links, research and interesting health initiatives that are relevant to pharmacy and the patients we serve. If a significant advance in patient care comes to our attention (e.g., a trial published in CPJ that shows improved patient outcomes), we should be tweeting and retweeting these findings to get them out there.
On one hand, this offers a great example of knowledge mobilization, of how the research and evidence we have can be shared not only among our peers but also among the general population. On the other hand, this gives us an opportunity to connect with our patients and build constituency, so together we can advocate for a greater role for pharmacists in the delivery of health care services.
There are currently many pharmacists (and organizations) who have embraced this model of public health leadership and digitally engaged pharmacy. As role models, they provide a means by which all pharmacists can learn and appreciate the potential of employing emerging digital tools to build networks among fellow health professionals as well as the patients we serve.
As individual pharmacists, we can seek out these examples, assess our own use of social media, and come up with new strategies toward patient engagement and public health education that better position ourselves as professionals to have greater influence on how health care is governed and provided in Canada.
Similarly, we should be connecting with each other, online and publicly, so as to build the capacity to mobilize knowledge, to share evidence and to earn public support in what is an open conversation, a digital commons and the place in which public opinion is shaped.
EDITORIAL
As a trusted source of pharmacy practice research, CPJ will be making an active and committed effort to mobilize the knowledge we've gathered and published, as well as support individual pharmacists when it comes to embracing this emerging role of the cognitive authority.
As we celebrate the 150th anniversary of the founding of CPJ, we look toward our future. Our mission and focus has been and continues to be about evidence for pharmacist care and tools and insights for practice change. We can use our cognitive authority to affect policy-our patients will be our greatest advocates.
Note: Jesse Hirsh will be the CPJ 
